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falling. The low birth-rate and rapid extinction of families
among the rich, which had caused anxiety in the early days
of the empire, was evidently spreading downwards and became
a notable feature in the life of the working classes generally.
Comparatively less important was the tendency of the agri-
cultural labourer to leave the land; for this was merely
a redistribution of the population. The drift of labour to
the towns was arrested by the decline of trade and industry,
and it is improbable that there was ever any considerable
exodus of labour to places outside the empire. The labouring
classes were dying out as fast as their social superiors; and
their place also was filled by new-comers and foreigners—
barbarians from over the Rhine and the Danube, Germans
and Iranians, reinforced later by Slavs. This new element
.was too strong for the existing population to incorporate and
assimilate; the foreigners adopted the Romance languages
but went no further. Beginning with the fringes of the empire,
this inundation of foreign labour covered the central parts,
and marked a further decline in agricultural skill and therefore
in the productiveness of the land.
Owing to a smaller area of cultivation and a poorer return
from the soil, the agricultural class became less and less able
4,o pay taxes, and their purchasing power fell steadily. Each
finding aimed at producing all that it needed without recourse
to others. The coinage grew less important in the life of
the smallholder, or the great landlord, or the state itself. If
not in trade, yet in dealings between owner and cultivator,
or between cultivator, owner, and the state, payments were
almost invariably made in kind, by handing over some of the
produce.
The state of trade and industry was equally disastrous.
The industrial activity which had prospered so greatly in
many quarters under the early empire and worked for a more
or less extensive local market, now lessened its output, grew
feeble, and died away ; and local exchange within the empire
died with it. The only branches of industry that were fully
employed were those of vital importance to the state. But
we have seen already that this kind of business was gradually
withdrawn from private enterprise and carried on by the
state. It is not clear how far the state undertook the sale
of the articles produced in its factories; but it is unlikely
that it aimed at a general monopoly of trade and industry.
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